230            MUSSOLINI'S ROMAN EMPIRE

fail to protect their nationals* boats on the high seas,
they could and did take every step to prevent boats
proceeding to the ports of the northern enclave by
making a number of statements which were simply
not true. Sir Samuel Hoare was their mouthpiece. On
April 20th he affirmed that General Franco's blockade
was 'effective,9 which later events proved to be absurd.
On the following day he said that * mine-laying is still
going on by General Franco. There is no doubt that
General Franco has mined there/ He followed this
up with the information that insurgent ships had been
frequently within the three mile limit, and that they
had not been fired upon by the shore guns.

Mr. G. L. Steer was in Bilbao at the time, and was
joined in May by Commander H. Pursey, R.N. (ret.).
Later during the summer a mass of evidence was
accumulated, including the log-book of the battleship
Espana, and there is no reason to impugn the general
findings in Mr. Steer's recent book, The Tree ofGernika,
which gives a full and admirable account of the Basque
tragedy.

Insurgent warships could not and never did enter
the territorial waters of Bilbao; later, the trawler
Galerna once stood upon the limit to fire across an
English merchantman's bows; but she received such
a sprinkling of 6-inch shells from the shore that she
turned round for home, never venturing forward
again. The guns of Bilbao proved themselves capable
of keeping insurgent ships more than three miles
away: the preferred distance of these was nearer
eleven. Insurgent warships had never been within
the three-mile limit; they had been fired upon, and
hit by the shore guns much farther out, as in the